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John William Graham: From Farmer to Soldier 
By Maggie Blackledge 
On September 8th, 1942, FDR called World War Two “The toughest 
war of all time” (HowStuffWorks, 2014). The next day, John William 
Graham wrote a letter to his parents. As any devoted son would, 
Graham writes his parents about all that he has gained by joining 
the military to distract them from the danger he has put himself 
under. At first glance, his letter seemed no more rhetorically 
pleasing than one might expect from a casual correspondence to a 
family member; his handwriting is sloppier in some places more 
than others and a few essential punctuation marks are missing. 
Graham minored in speech at Upper Iowa University when he went 
for a biological sciences degree in 1932 (UI Libraries, 2014), so it is 
unlikely that ignorance was a factor in his grammatical mistakes. 
His familiarity with his audience is the most likely reason, for he 
knew his parents would not pester him for grammatical errors as 
much as they would pester him for forgetting to write. Whereas a 
stranger would look at those errors and declare Graham 
intellectually incompetent, effectively damaging his ethos, 
Graham's parents knew him well enough for his errors not to affect 
the overall ethos, or credibility, of his letters. Graham uses more 
subtle ways of convincing his parents not to worry. John W. 
Graham seems to have a close relationship with his parents, writing 
them nearly every day. In this particular letter of his, he makes an 
excuse for the inevitable days when he is unable to write: “It takes 
me a long time to write [letters] I have to wrack my brain for 
something to write.” (John William Graham, personal 
communication, September 9, 1942). Graham’s letters are likely the 
only way his parents know that he is still alive, training being as 
dangerous as it was back then, and he needed to ease their worry 
for when a day came with no time to send a letter in the mail. He 
 2 
tells them that his days have been kept busy and well-filled with 
work: 
“I now get up at 2 a.m. and have breakfast then we sweep and 
[mop] shine shoes (this is known as the relaxation period We go to 
work at 4 a.m. and are on until noon, then we have 1 hour 
Calisthenics then we have some time to ourselves for our [next] 
meal sometime around four + we have to go to bed soon after… I 
have been [pulling inspections] on the [planes] today every 25 
hours” (John William Graham, personal communication, September 
9, 1942). 
By letting his parents know his schedule, John W. Graham invites 
them to make the inference that he is often too busy or tired to 
write to them. It is an appeal for them to think logically rather than 
emotionally if they do not get a letter in the mail, so they do not flip 
out as parents do when their child suddenly stops corresponding. 
To aid his parents in letting him go, John W. Graham supports his 
decision to join the military by telling them of all the experiences he 
has been given by it. They already know that he has been learning 
useful skills such as repairing planes from the statements that he 
has already written. The strength, endurance, and mechanical 
savvy that his military education is giving him will suit him well 
when he again returns to his farming business. Mentioning such 
rough experiences are also meant to reassure his parents that he is 
being trained well and is tough enough for war. Graham 
seems excited to tell his parents about a photo album possessed by 
his bunk-buddy: "The fellow who sleeps next to me now has a 
photograph album he [surely] has some good pictures so many of 
them. [illegible] some time in Hawaii and has some [illegible] picture 
he was also in Panama and all over this country."(John William 
Graham, personal communication, September 9, 1942). By 
mentioning the opportunity to travel to new and exotic lands in the 
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military, Graham shifts the focus of his letter away from the subject 
of war to a more optimistic view of his possible future adventures 
facilitated by the military. He does this in the hopes that his 
parents will also begin to see his decision in a more positive light. 
To end his argument, Graham butters his parents up by reminding 
them that he has not forgotten where he has come from. He finds a 
way to connect what he sees to what he would see at home by 
comparing the wood making up his barracks to the wood at his 
father's lumber yard: "looks like the [lumber] we got at the yard 
with that [stamp] on it. [illegible] it is #2 dimension and #3 boards 
so it isn't as good quality as what Dad [sells]" (John William 
Graham, personal communication, September 9, 1942). It is much 
more than a description of wood. Graham is speaking his family's 
language. It is a powerful ethos booster as he is placing himself as 
one who has learned all he can from his parents. He has essentially 
mastered all that they have to teach him and is declaring himself 
capable of his own choices. At the time he wrote this letter, John 
William Graham was in training camp at Wendover, Utah (UI 
Libraries, 2014). He had arrived from Tucson, Arizona, having spent 
time training in Salt Lake City, Utah and Wichita Falls, Texas (UI 
Libraries, 2014).  The site was the largest bombing and gunnery 
range in the world at the time, yet few facilities existed on the 
compound (WWII History). Graham and his training group would 
have spent their days working on building projects to improve upon 
the facilities (WWII History). The Website Wendover, UT calls life 
at Wendover field primitive stating that “the drinking water was 
bad, infrastructure was limited, rats invaded barracks, and sand 
managed to find its way into everything.”(2014). As a trainee in 
1942, Graham likely participated in the building project which 
connected Wendover to a spring at Pilot’s Peak through a pipeline 
(WWII History). Completed in 1943, it was the facility’s largest 
building project (WWII History). In his letter, Graham mentions the 
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frequent water shortages those changes were supposed to fix: “We 
are having another water shortage so we can’t take showers for a 
few days” (John William Graham, personal communication, 
September 9, 1942).  The shortages were effectively ended after the 
pipeline project was complete (WWII History). 
In total, 21 bomber groups and above 1000 aircrews came out 
of Wendover Utah’s Army Air Base (WWII History). Two of the 
groups to come out of training at Wendover were 
the 509th Composite Group and 216th Arm Air Force’s Base Unit 
Special Airfield, groups selected to weaponize atomic bomb 
technology and eventually deploy them in Japan (Wendover, UT, 
2014). Wendover turned out to be a perfect place for this 
development. The training camp was centered in a small town with 
a population of only 103 people, thus it was a quiet and secretive 
location (WWII History). Though sparsely populated, Wendover had 
easy access to Salt Lake City and three other west-coast cities 
through a railroad on which troops and supplies could be 
transported directly to the complex (WWII History). The base even 
bought a large tract of desert land for practicing (WWII History). 
John William Graham was eventually deployed in Italy as part of 
the ground crew for several planes. He lost two fingers in a gun 
cleaning accident, but he did not tell his parents until he met them 
again after the war (UI Libraries, 2014).  John Graham was 
discharged in 1945, after which he went home to a farm north of 
Bethel Iowa where he remained for thirty-five years (UI Libraries, 
2014). He married Frances Ruth Hill in 1947 with whom he had 
three kids (UI Libraries, 2014). 
 
Presentation Link: https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1tb_e-
c0ZniZlc87VdBcIM-CWb58pqSQY... 
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Links to Letter:  
 Page 
1: http://diyhistory.lib.uiowa.edu/transcribe/scripto/transcri
be/3382/84917 
 Page 
2: http://diyhistory.lib.uiowa.edu/transcribe/scripto/transcri
be/3382/84915 
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